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Peter Beinart. 2010. “The Future of the American Jewish Establishment.” The New 
York Review of  Books . 
 
Among American Jews today, there are a great many Zionists, especially in the Orthodox 
world, people deeply devoted to the State of Israel. And there are a great many liberals, 
especially in the secular Jewish world, people deeply devoted to human rights for all people, 
Palestinians included. But the two groups are increasingly distinct. Particularly in the younger 
generations, fewer and fewer American Jewish liberals are Zionists; fewer and fewer 
American Jewish Zionists are liberal. One reason is that the leading institutions of American 
Jewry have refused to foster—indeed, have actively opposed—a Zionism that challenges 
Israel’s behavior in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and toward its own Arab citizens. For 
several decades, the Jewish establishment has asked American Jews to check their liberalism 
at Zionism’s door, and now, to their horror, they are finding that many young Jews have 
checked their Zionism instead. 
 
Saving liberal Zionism in the United States—so that American Jews can help save liberal 
Zionism in Israel—is the great American Jewish challenge of our age. And it starts where 
Luntz’s students wanted it to start: by talking frankly about Israel’s current government, by 
no longer averting our eyes. 
 
In the American Jewish establishment today, the language of liberal Zionism—with its 
idioms of human rights, equal citizenship, and territorial compromise—has been drained of 
meaning. It remains the lingua franca in part for generational reasons, because many older 
American Zionists still see themselves as liberals of a sort. They vote Democratic; they are 
unmoved by biblical claims to the West Bank; they see average Palestinians as decent people 
betrayed by bad leaders; and they are secular. They don’t want Jewish organizations to 
criticize Israel from the left, but neither do they want them to be agents of the Israeli right. 

These American Zionists are largely the product of a particular era. Many were shaped by 
the terrifying days leading up to the Six-Day War, when it appeared that Israel might be 
overrun, and by the bitter aftermath of the Yom Kippur War, when much of the world 
seemed to turn against the Jewish state. In that crucible, Israel became their Jewish identity, 
often in conjunction with the Holocaust, which the 1967 and 1973 wars helped make central 
to American Jewish life. These Jews embraced Zionism before the settler movement became 
a major force in Israeli politics, before the 1982 Lebanon war, before the first intifada. They 
fell in love with an Israel that was more secular, less divided, and less shaped by the culture, 
politics, and theology of occupation. And by downplaying the significance of Avigdor 
Lieberman, the settlers, and Shas, American Jewish groups allow these older Zionists to 
continue to identify with that more internally cohesive, more innocent Israel of their youth, 
an Israel that now only exists in their memories. 

But these secular Zionists aren’t reproducing themselves. Their children have no memory of 
Arab armies massed on Israel’s border and of Israel surviving in part thanks to urgent 
military assistance from the United States. Instead, they have grown up viewing Israel as a 
regional hegemon and an occupying power. As a result, they are more conscious than their 
parents of the degree to which Israeli behavior violates liberal ideals, and less willing to grant 
Israel an exemption because its survival seems in peril. Because they have inherited their 
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parents’ liberalism, they cannot embrace their uncritical Zionism. Because their liberalism is 
real, they can see that the liberalism of the American Jewish establishment is fake. 

Jonathan Chait. 2010. “A Reply to Peter Beinart.” The New Republ i c . 
 
I suspect that young Jews’ indifference toward Israel is overwhelmingly a function of their 
weakening ties to Judaism itself. Peter argues for such reforms as bringing pro-peace Israeli 
students to campus. I suspect that such things, or even a dramatically more liberal turn by 
the American Jewish establishment, would have little effect on the opinion of young Jews. 
Sometimes virtue must be its own reward. 
 
Danny Gordis. 2012. “Peter Beinart’s Mis-Identity Crisis.” The Jerusalem Post .  
 
Why do Beinart and his ilk expect their Zionist bride to be free of all blemish? And worse, 
what is the reason for their instinctively blaming the bride they allegedly love, without asking 
whether anyone else might bear some responsibility for the painful realities they witness? 

Beinart’s problem, most fundamentally, is that the American liberalism with which he is so 
infatuated does not comfortably have a place for Jewish ethnic nationalism. 

Throughout the book, the words “liberal” or “democratic” are always positives. And what 
means “negative” or “shameful”? In Beinart’s book, the word is “tribal.” Every time he uses 
the word “tribal,” he means “distasteful.” “Liberalism was out,” he laments early in the 
book, and “tribalism was in.” Or “ethically, the ADL and AJC are caught between the 
liberalism that defined organized American Jewish life before 1967 and the tribalism that has 
dominated it since.” “Among younger non-Orthodox Jews,” he later says smugly, “tribalism 
is in steep decline.” What is wrong with the settlers is that they have “tribal privilege” much 
“like the British in India, Serbs in Kosovo, and whites in the segregated South.” 

Really? Israel, in which Beduin women graduate from medical school, is like the segregated 
South? Surely Beinart knows better. So why the relentless attack? 

BEINART’S PROBLEM isn’t really with Israel. It’s with Judaism. Bottom line, what 
troubles Beinart isn’t what’s happened to Zionism. What troubles him is the dimension of 
Jewish life that he can’t abide, but of which Zionism insists on reminding him. And that 
element is the undeniable fact that Judaism is tribal. 

Beinart’s real problem is that Israel is not, and was never meant to be, a felafel-eating, 
Hebrew speaking version of the United States. It is not ethnic-neutral. It was created, and 
our children die for it, not simply so there can be another democracy in the Middle East. Is 
one more democracy worth my soldier son’s risking his life? No, it’s not. Israel is about the 
revitalization of the Jewish people. It is, to paraphrase Abraham Lincoln, “of the Jews, by 
the Jews and for the Jews,” all while protecting and honoring those who are not Jewish. Are 
we perfect? Hardly. But do we aspire to America’s ideal of a democracy? Not at all. We’re 
about something very different. 
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Kenneth Bob. 2012. “Why Progressive Nationalism is Still So Relevant.” The 
Huff ington Post . 
I lived in Israel for 14 years, mostly as a kibbutz member, when the intense settlement of the 
West Bank began. Kibbutz movement historian and leader Muki Tzur would say that in 
addition to the disastrous political implications of the settlements in the occupied territories, 
it was a tragedy that we let those settlers take the title of "pioneers" from us. It is in this 
spirit that we cannot let them take the word Zionism from us as well. The right wing Israeli 
organization "Im Tirtzu," by borrowing their name from Herzl's famous call "Im tirtzu, ein zu 
agadah" (If you will it, it is no dream) are trying to do just that. 
The good news is that there are young grass roots activists in Israel today who proudly 
define themselves as Zionists. Declaring that Israeli society has lost its sense of communal 
responsibility, they lead the new social justice protest movement that exploded onto the 
scene in the summer of 2011. With central claims aimed at improving the average citizen's 
standard of living, they also stress the importance of fostering social solidarity among the 
diverse (and often adversarial) sectors of Israel. What could be more Zionist than that? 

Progressive Zionism, a world view of how the Jews can realize their national aspirations in a 
socially just manner, is as relevant today as when A.D. Gordon, Berl Katznelson, Ben 
Gurion and others brought these ideas from Russia to then Palestine. The 21st century 
version of this ideology links tikun olam, the world's mending, with Jewish values and with 
Zionism -- and recognizes that secure and just peace with Israel's neighbors is an essential 
element of the mending. That commitment should and can be an important part of the 
Diaspora Jewish community's connection with Israel. 
 
Leonard Fein. 2012. “The Future of Israel.” The Huff ington Post . 
 
The question, then, insistently comes back to the moral logic of the Jewish State. One might 
be excused for asserting that in the second decade of the 21st century, with more than 60 
years of independence behind it, Israel's legitimacy should no longer be at issue. Moral logic? 
Israel is home to nearly 8 million people; 95 member states of the United Nations have 
smaller populations. Why should the determined enmity of others place a question mark 
after the word "Israel"? 

Perhaps it shouldn't, but in the current political and intellectual climate, it does. So there is 
reason to go back to the beginning, to restate the beliefs and assumptions that gave rise to 
the national liberation movement called "Zionism." And here they are: Theodore Herzl and 
his colleagues, founders of modern political Zionism back in 1897, had given up on Europe. 
They were persuaded that Europe would never absorb its 9 million Jews -- and, as history 
would show a scant 40 years later, they were not wrong. 

If you couldn't take the anti-Semitism out of Europe, then best take the Jews out of Europe. 
So the Zionists, though they were coming late to nationalism, sought a national home for the 
Jews. Why, after all, should there be no place where the Jews would be free to chart their 
own path? 

And if the Jews were entitled to a national home, how could it be elsewhere than in what 
was then called Palestine, the historic homeland of the Jewish people? 
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That is not a rhetorical question, for Palestine, then part of the Ottoman Empire, was in 
1900 home to nearly 600,000 Arabs. (Palestine's Arabs did not view themselves as 
Palestinians until some decades later.) To the degree to which the early Zionists thought 
about the matter -- and many of them tried to avoid thinking about it -- they assumed that 
there was sufficient land to accommodate both Jews and Arabs. 

As, indeed, there was -- and is. 

History can be a cruel trickster. No one foresaw either the depth or the durability of the 
conflict. It's conventional, these days, to talk about the "competing narratives" that inform 
the ongoing debate, but the problem is neither choosing the "right" narrative nor, for that 
matter, reconciling the two. The Palestinians narrative is right. The Israeli narrative is right. 
History plays differently for the two peoples, now both stuck in a status quo that satisfies no 
one. Right against right; a recipe for tragedy. 

Stuart Schoffman. 2012. “A Jewish Athens, Not Sparta.” The Huff ington Post .  

I'm not prone to apologetics. I'm willing to concede that the concept of a Jewish democratic 
state may be an oxymoron. But as a Liberal Zionist, I believe that Israelis must do as much 
as possible to minimize that oxymoron and afford equal rights to all citizens in all spheres. 
Plus, of course, get out of the West Bank pronto. (With appropriate land swaps.) I believe, as 
a Liberal Zionist, that the Law of Return should remain in force, at least for the time being, 
in our parlous world. But I also contend that refuge and citizenship are two different things, 
and that in order to vote, a new immigrant must pass a test in democracy, not just DNA. 
 
Avi Shavit. 2013. “A New Breed of Post-Post-Zionism” Haaretz.  
 
It appears that over the past few years a rather subversive thought has been spreading 
through the country: It’s actually not so bad here. There’s actually a reason to be proud. 
Maybe Zionism hasn’t been a total failure, and maybe the Jewish state isn’t a total loss. 
Maybe there’s hope. 
 
But beyond all these developments, what best explains this optimistic mood is the 
invalidation of post-Zionism. Since the start of the 1990s, Israel was under heavy attack by 
the post-Zionists. For some 20 years they enjoyed the halo of being fashionable, of being at 
one with the times. For all that they claimed we were ugly, they were beautiful. For all that 
they claimed we were evil, they were good. For all that they portrayed us as South Africa, 
they portrayed themselves as Nelson Mandela. 

The post-Zionists’ systematic attacks on the Jewish national home, on the Jewish national 
movement and against the Jewish people won them global acclaim. Their unconscious 
cooperation with anti-Semites, old and new, made them the darlings of international 
academia and the world media. Although their ideas made the rounds in only the narrowest 
of elite circles, they resonated spectacularly. Over the past decades the new post-Zionism 
hooked up with the old anti-Zionism and threatened to turn Zionism into an illegitimate 
movement and the Zionist enterprise into a pariah. 
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But when the national liberation movement of the Palestinian people became a movement 
of religious fascism that shaves the heads of freedom-seeking young people in Gaza, it 
became clear that something was wrong with the picture of reality that the post-Zionists 
were painting. When the Arab national movement slaughters 70,000 of its own people in 
Syria, it’s clear to any honest liberal that Israel is not the source of evil in the Middle East. 

With Arab modernism collapsing and Arab secularism evaporating, Zionism suddenly looks 
like a shining star. Is there any comparison to be made between the inherent injustice of the 
Jewish Agency and the Jewish National Fund and Hamas’ fanaticism and the Ba’ath party’s 
murderousness? Is there any similarity between the (intolerable) situation faced by the Arabs 
in Nazareth and that faced by the Arabs in Homs? 

 
 
 

 
 
 


